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NIGHTMARE
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GUNSHOT. WHEN YOU hear it, you know it’s not a backfire, not an M-80. Sprint up the stairs. Peter shoves past me into the room. I grab his arm. “You can’t go in there blind. You don’t know who’s shooting, who they’re shooting at.”

He shoves me aside and plunges into the room.

A second shot, a third. Screams. I follow him in.

Blood, brain, bone. I slip in them. The air, acrid, thick with smoke. I can’t see who’s alive, who’s injured, who has weapons. Stumble on Peter lying across Taylor’s body, bellowing, “No! No!”

The cry woke me. I was weeping. I reached for the lamp switch, hand finding empty air. I was in a strange place, alone. Panic hit me. Taylor’s mother had kidnapped me, I’d been jumped in a Chicago alley, I was in a KGB prison. I tried leaping out of bed, but the sheets were knotted around me like a mummy’s tapes and I landed on the floor.

And finally remembered I was in Kansas. Lawrence. Not in a dump in Chicago’s Uptown where Taylor Constanza had been murdered by their father. Taylor had died five months ago, but the nightmares wouldn’t release their grip on me.

It was my own thrashing that had knotted up the sheets. I extricated myself, remade the bed. My sleep shirt was soaked through with sweat. I took it off, washed myself off in the B and B’s small bathroom, put on a T-­shirt. It was only three in the morning. I tried to go back to sleep.

I’d driven down to Lawrence to see Angela Creedy join an elite group of basketball players who’d broken the three-­thousand-­point lifetime scoring marker. She was a star on Northwestern University’s team, a star attracting international attention. She was also a housemate of Bernardine Fouchard, Bernie to me, who was a hockey player and my sort of goddaughter.

Angela and her Northwestern Wildcats had beaten the hometown Jayhawks in last night’s game, but it had been close, exciting to watch. Dozens of girls in Kansas regalia had crowded around Angela when she left the visitors’ dressing room, thrusting their programs at her.

She’d squatted with easy grace to their head-­level and signed their programs, chatting in a way that left the girls starstruck. When the crowd thinned, she joined me and Bernie in the hall, along with their other roommates. Angela and Bernie were close, so I’d grown close to her as well. The three other women I knew only in passing.

Angela embraced me. “Vic, I know it wasn’t easy for you to come, but thank you! It means so much to have you here, especially since my mom couldn’t make it. We’re going downtown to celebrate. Come along, won’t you, please?”

Angela’s mother was a nurse in Shreveport. Her rare days off were spent caring for her own aging mother, and soaking her swollen feet in a eucalyptus bath.

“Yes, Vic, you should come,” Bernie said. “We are going to a place called the Lion’s Heart. Everyone on the team will be there.”

“Thanks, babe, but the night belongs to Angela and your friends. I’ll find some tamer form of entertainment.”

Bernie Fouchard grabbed my arm as I moved away from the group. “Vic, you cannot go back to your room alone. When you are alone, you—­” She flung her hands up, trying to think in English, but gave it up. “Broies du noir! You must be with other people.”

I could guess the meaning. My smile tightened. “Bernie, don’t pretend to know what I need or not. I’ll be happier alone than in a noisy bar with drunk students.”

She put both hands on my arm. “Vic, I only want you to be well, not to insult you!”

I pulled away, roughly. “You persuaded me to join you in Kansas. I’m glad I came, glad I got to see Angela in triumph, but that’s my limit. Join your friends, have a good time, but not so riotous you can’t be safe on the road tomorrow. Text me when you get back to Evanston.”

She looked at me for a long moment, her expression disconsolate, but she finally joined the group around Angela. I had an impulse to cross over to her to apologize, but they left before I acted.

I’d driven to Lawrence by myself, needing privacy from the high-­octane energy of five NCAA athletes, needing privacy most of all from Bernie’s insistent hammering at me: when you fall, when you’re injured, you get back on the ice immédiatement! She’d pressured me into coming down to watch Angela, which was probably a good thing, but she couldn’t stop at one good thing. She relied on me as an example of women’s strength; she needed me to be who I was last September, not who I’d become since Peter’s and my Incident.

Peter Sanson was an archaeologist and director of a famed institute at the University of Chicago. He was my lover, and I was in love with him, which had not happened to me in many years. This made the Incident harder to overcome.

Taylor Constanza had been one of his second-­year students. Taylor disappeared the week the fall term began. The parents were frantic, threatening to sue the university for dereliction of fiduciary responsibility and threatening Peter in more ominous language. Taylor was a trans femme who’d been on a month-­long dig with Peter and five other students in August. The parents were claiming Peter had coerced their son into a sex change to fulfill his sexual fantasies.

It was a sickening scenario. When the police came up empty, I agreed to look. Sadly enough, Taylor had been easy to find. They were sheltering with other runaways in an Uptown firetrap. Taylor pleaded with me to keep the location secret; they were frightened of their parents, who’d reacted violently when they came out after the August dig.

I’d promised, but Peter felt he needed to let the school and the parents know that Taylor was safe but needed time away from both. The parents were furious with me and with the university, which in turn pressured both Peter and me to reveal the address. When we wouldn’t, the parents hired another detective who easily followed the same trail as me. This second investigator ignored Taylor’s plea for safety.

The next day I got a terrified text from the student. Their father had shown up, with a gun. By the time an ambulance arrived, father and child were both dead.

Afterward, Peter suffered in every way. One of the bullets had winged him. He needed multiple surgeries to recover from damage to his shoulder, and the pain was unrelenting.

He was also awash in guilt. Even though I’d told him the student was afraid of their parents, he’d felt he had to let Mrs. Constanza know I’d found her child. Peter had a high sense of responsibility to his students; he felt he’d let Taylor down badly. The university didn’t make his life easier. Their lawyers deposed him along with everyone else on the August dig, hoping to prove Peter had never touched Taylor.

Peter knew he shouldn’t blame me, but he did. If I hadn’t been a detective, skilled at finding the hidden, he would have left matters to the university. He could have kept himself three removes from the carnage.

I knew I needed to cut him slack, but I’d been the one who stayed to comfort the other runaways in the apartment. I was the one who answered hours of cop questions at Area 2, while I still had bits of bone and brain on my clothes. I was also the one who spent hours on the phone with the dead student’s mother. My own nerves were sheared to the root. I’d hung up on her, and ignored the university’s demands that I make myself endlessly available to lawyers, both Mrs. Constanza’s and the university’s.

Peter and I wore each other out. We fought, made up, fought again. Peter had always been a steady person, not prone to furies. If we argued, he could almost maddeningly see my side as well as his own. Now it horrified him to see how easily he gave way to anger.

Finally, exhausted by his demons, he decamped to Malaga, Spain, where he was helping excavate a three-­thousand-­year-­old Phoenician settlement on the shores of the Mediterranean. It was a relief for both of us when I dropped him off at O’Hare shortly before Christmas.

It was after he left that the nightmares began. Sometimes, like tonight, I’d re-­enact the moment of Taylor’s murder. Other times I’d have dreams about my mother. Gabriella had died of ovarian cancer when I was in my teens. I was an only child, born after numerous miscarriages. She was fierce in her love for me, but she pushed me also to be independent, to stand up for myself, not to settle for second best. Her loss left a hole that no other love ever completely filled.

Gabriella had been an immigrant in a neighborhood with many immigrants, but she’d also been a Jew in a neighborhood without them. The physical battles I’d fought on South Chicago’s playgrounds, to defend her from the insults the local kids liked to chant, distressed both her and my father. Now, in my current nightmares, she was under attack and I was helpless to protect her.

After Taylor’s murder, I started second-­guessing my work decisions, forgot important meetings, left invoices unsent. I began retreating from my friends, taking long runs up the lakefront with the dogs, even avoiding my elderly downstairs neighbor. He was 1,000 percent in my court, but his constant fulminations against Peter wore on me. (I thought he was better than those losers you usually bring around, but he’s just as bad as that Murray Ryerson, only thinking of hisself.)

It was Bernie Fouchard who forced open a crack in my shell, or rather, Bernie’s mother, Arlette. Bernie herself had driven me to fury, with her badgering me on “getting back on the ice after a bad fall.”

“People depend on you. Everyone is hurting in their lives, not only you, but only you can help people who are in trouble.”

“I’m not a superhero and I’m not a robot. Trauma shatters me the way it does everyone. So take your platitudes and your naïveté back to the hockey arena.”

She looked shocked and hurt, but she mercifully shut up and disappeared. In January, though, her mother flew to Chicago with the Canadiens. Her husband had been my cousin Boom-­Boom’s closest friend when the two of them played for the Blackhawks. Boom-­Boom was Bernie’s godfather, and when he died, he more or less bequeathed the godparenting to me.

Arlette Fouchard pushed past me into my apartment. “Bernardine has been telling me your troubles.”

“Bernie thinks I’m made of titanium, not flesh and bone. She wants me to be something nonhuman. She and everyone else.” Clients, friends, strangers who contacted me online, either wanting to know how to protect their trans children, or vilifying me for brainwashing a boy into thinking he was a girl, using language whose ferocity and obscenities were terrifying.

“Bernardine is not subtle or tactful,” Arlette said, “but she understands you better than you are able to believe.”

She moved into my kitchen and began washing the dishes I’d let stack up on the table and in the sink. I watched in irritation, but finally dug a clean towel from a drawer and dried the plates and put them away.

“Victoria, it’s true that people depend on you, and that is a burden for you right now,” she said when the last pot was scrubbed shiny. “I’m not here to persuade you otherwise. You witnessed something beyond bearing, a man murdering his own child. It is—­is—­accablant—­something that can make the strongest person deranged.

“I’m here to speak to you. Not for your clients or your friends, but concerning what you need for your own nurture. If you don’t have money, you need to work, n’est-­ce pas? But if detecting work no longer nourishes you, then find new work. You need to stay in motion, though, unless you wish to become an opera heroine, some Juliette or Aida, locked in a tomb and dying out of martyrdom.”

With the dishes done, she made tea, which I normally drink only when I’m sick. But I was sick, sick of myself, of the vileness and violence that surrounded me.

We took tea into my living room and sat on the couch, not speaking much. At length, she said, “Victoria, I only ask this of you: to be less harsh. With yourself, bien sûr, but with others as well. Most of us have been spared the horrors you saw, but these times are hard for everyone. The insults against you on social media, they are dreadful, but most people mean well, including my daughter. If she is maladroite, it is not out of malice. We all have seen too much of death, too much of anger from the strain of this Covid, from the strain of war and other violences, from the hastening of the death we all must face. Try not to be so severe.”

She waited a moment for my response, but I couldn’t give her one. She went into the kitchen again and put together an omelet, which she brought out to me in the living room. She left when I started eating. I took the dirty dishes back to the kitchen. It seemed wrong to put them in the scrubbed and shining sink, so I washed them.

The next day I began picking up the pieces of my practice. I still felt fragile, as if I were an uncooked egg whose shell might shatter at any moment, but Arlette was right: staying in motion created a rhythm that was in and of itself healing. I put to one side the question of whether I wished to continue to be an investigator and returned to work.

In February, when Bernie urged me to witness Angela’s moment of glory, I was still feeling rocky, but I’d regained enough balance that I’d felt able to join her in Kansas.
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CHANGING THE CLIMATE
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THE FEBRUARY EVENING had turned cold during the game and the wind had picked up. When I left the field house, a gust pushed air back into my lungs. I bent down, choking, and was almost knocked over by a group of excited girls coming out behind me.

“She signed my program, too. Love, Angela,” one was saying.

“It’s not like she’s in love with you, Rina—­that’s what she put on all our programs,” another said scornfully.

“I think she was trying to say she loved all you girls for wanting to be your best in the world,” an adult suggested.

I moved out of their way, smiling a little over the exchange, when a man running full tilt toward the field house barreled into me.

“Whoa,” I cried. “Plenty of room here for everyone.”

He ignored me but pelted on to where the girls were standing. He grabbed one by the arm and yanked her from the group.

“You’re not to come near my daughter. Not ever!” He bellowed at the adult so loudly I could hear him above the wind and the sound of the cars exiting the lot.

I turned, dumbfounded. The girl he’d grabbed was the one who’d sighed so happily over Angela’s signature. She started to cry now, silently, the wind crystallizing the tears on her lashes. I couldn’t hear the response from the adult with the group. I trotted back into earshot.

“You’ve been suspended without pay, Perec.” The man was still shouting. “That means you don’t come near any children in my school district.”

“You don’t own the county, Santich, even if you did get your school board to suspend me. Ruthie’s mom asked me to bring the girls, since she tested positive.”

“Cady Perec?” I blurted, astonished by the interchange. “It’s V.I. Warshawski.” We’d met when I came down to Lawrence on a case a few years earlier.

“I don’t care if you’re Wyatt Earp’s ghost,” the man bellowed at me. “I’m talking to Perec, so mind your own business.”

“You almost knocked me down, you were so eager to make your daughter cry, so you are my business,” I said.

Santich surprised me by looking down at his daughter. When he saw her tears, he put an arm around her and said in a soft voice, “I’m sorry, honey, sorry to get you upset. I’m just trying to protect you.”

Just as quickly, he resumed his attack on Cady. “As for Lela Abernathy, if she thought you could be trusted with her daughter, I’ll have a few words with her and Keith. I’ll give the rest of you girls a ride home.”

The girls pressed closer to Cady, who said, “Their parents are coming for them, Santich, just like you came for Rina, so don’t get your undies in a bundle.”

Several people had stopped to watch. Santich glared at Cady, me, at the onlookers, while his daughter turned her back on the other girls, perhaps embarrassed by her father. At that moment, one of the mothers arrived. A ripple of relief flowed through the group as she thanked Cady for chaperoning the outing.

“Was it wonderful?” she added to the girls. “I heard on the radio that the player from Chicago broke a record.”

“She was awesome, Mom,” her daughter said, but without 
enthusiasm: Santich had drained the excitement from the group.

In another few minutes the rest of the parents arrived, leaving only one girl with Cady. Santich told her he’d drive her home.

She looked at him stonily. “My mom wants Ms. Perec to take me home.”

He put out a hand for her, but dropped it when he saw me and the other bystanders watching. He scowled, but shepherded his own daughter away.

“What was that about?” I asked. I didn’t know Cady well, but molestation seemed out of character. Besides, if she’d been accused of molesting a student, what parent would trust their daughter with her?

“He and I had a policy disagreement,” she said tightly. “I need to get Ruthie home.”

She and Ruthie were headed into the parking lot when we heard another bellow from Santich. He was next to a Kia SUV with its doors open, but he’d seized someone by the shoulders and was roaring at him. The second man shook himself free.

Not your business, I reminded myself, but I walked over to them anyway. Two of the bystanders who’d been watching Santich with Cady tagged after me.

“Damn you, Garrity! Defacing my property and right out in public!”

“I wasn’t defacing it, asshole. I was improving it. You should thank me.”

Garrity was a thin man with a halo of wild hair. He was wearing an old army parka, unzipped to show a faded sweatshirt with the ubiquitous Jayhawk on the front.

“I’m calling the cops,” Santich snarled. “You’re going to be in front of a judge first thing tomorrow.”

A squad car pulled up, but not from the city police; it had the university’s seal on the door. The driver got out.

“What’s going on here, folks?” he said. His southwestern twang was so thick I could barely make out the words, but that’s the time-­honored response of a cop to a family dispute.

“I want him ticketed,” Santich said. “Vandalizing property.”

“What’d you do this time, Trig?” the patrolman asked.

“Like I said to his royal heinie here, I was improving the look of his gas guzzler. Or at least, I was helping him let the world know he’s aware of what he’s doing.”

Santich pointed to the back of the car. I followed the patrolman around and saw that Garrity had put a bumper sticker on, one of the ones urban guerillas used to tag SUVs twenty years ago: I’M CHANGING THE CLIMATE: ASK ME HOW.

“Just the fact you think I’m desecrating your guzzler tells me you know you’re destroying the planet,” Garrity said. “Case closed.”

Santich demanded that the patrolman arrest Garrity or at least ticket him for defacing property.

“Daddy, please,” Rina cried from the back of the SUV. “Can’t we go home? I’m freezing, and Mom texted, she wants to know where we are.”

“Yes, why don’t you take your little girl home, Mr. Santich?” the campus cop said. “Tomorrow if you still want to press charges, we’ll write him up, but let’s all sleep on it. You, too, Trig. And get out of this parking lot before I ticket you for vagrancy.”

“Where were you when Lord Santich here was harassing Cady Perec?” Garrity demanded. “It’s okay for him to attack her in front of a bunch of kids, but it’s against the law for me to confront him? That is justice in America, plain and simple, before you wrap it up in a pretty package of Constitutional rights that only the rich get to have. No wonder you got Perec fired, Santich: you’re afraid she’ll teach your kid to think.”

Santich lunged at him, trying to punch him, but the patrolman grabbed his arm. “Not saying Trig doesn’t deserve it, but you get on home. You don’t want your kid to see me writing you up for assault.”

“What?” Trig cried. “He owns the county, so I deserve to get hit by his platinum arm, but you make sure he goes home safe and sound?”

The patrolman’s lips tightened. “Trig, you get off the university’s property in five or you’ll be in a holding cell for the night.”

Trig hunched down into the parka, scowling as fiercely as Santich, but he shambled off in the direction of the campus. Santich climbed into his Kia and roared out of the lot with a great squealing of rubber.

“That seems like a long-­standing feud,” I said to the campus cop. “What was the business about Cady Perec?”

“If you don’t know, it’s not my job to tell you.” The patrolman got back in his car. He shut the door but didn’t move until Trig was off the premises. The remaining onlookers took off, leaving me alone in the parking lot with my Mustang.
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ON YOUR MARK
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THE PLACE I’D found to stay in was built into the side of a hill, so that the back was underground. The front, which had its own entrance, was glassed in.

When I got back, I sat by the picture window facing down to the town and searched online for news about Cady Perec. A local paper, the Douglas County Herald, had covered her troubles. When I’d been here before, Cady had taught social studies in one of the Lawrence schools, but she’d moved to a new consolidated school in Yancy, northwest of town.

Cady had come under fire for her segment on Douglas County in the 1850s and ’60s. She’d put together a curriculum where kids acted out arguments over slavery, built a replica of the kind of shanties where Free State homesteaders lived, even tried to survive for a week on the meager rations the Free Staters scrounged.

Yancy parents had gotten riled up over a part of the curriculum dealing with the Delaware Nation, who had helped the Free Staters during the Civil War. It was hard to tell what had gone amiss from the Herald’s sketchy reports, but I read an account of a fiery school board meeting, where the board had voted to suspend Cady pending a full inquiry into her teaching methods.

The next week, a woman named Clarina Coffin had started picketing the school and writing rambling letters to the Herald about Indigenous rights. Trig Garrity had picketed with her. For the first few days, university students joined them, demanding that the full history of Indigenous people and of Black settlers in Kansas be told. And then parents showed up, shouting that they didn’t want their kids indoctrinated with critical race theory.

Oh, and the chair of the school board was Brett Santich. Bad blood all the way round.

This was old news, or oldish, since it had happened last fall, shortly after the start of the school year. I didn’t see any more recent news about Cady, but Trig’s name popped up quite a few times, shouting at county or commission meetings on a variety of issues, or picketing construction sites. He seemed to have moved on from Cady Perec’s woes, but a later story, really just a paragraph, announced that Yancy had suspended her without pay for the remainder of the year, with her contract terminated effective the following June.

I got ready for bed but didn’t draw the curtains. I lay watching the lights twinkling around the town, every now and then punctuated by police strobes. Maybe it was Bernie and her friends, lighting up the town, hammering home the visitors’ victory. Or maybe it was Trig Garrity. He was furious with Santich, the man with the platinum arm, and was breaking windows in downtown Lawrence to let off steam.

I slipped into sleep, thinking of the happy girls whose mood Santich had broken. Maybe that was why my demon dream woke me at three. It was a long time before I fell asleep again, but it wasn’t really sleep, just that gritty state one step below wakefulness.

My phone jolted me fully awake at six. I was hoping for Peter, but the screen told me it was Bernie Fouchard. I let it go to voicemail, but as I was drifting off again, she called a second time, and then a third.

“Okay, Bernie, you woke me. Where’s the fire?”

“It is not a fire, Vic, but Sabrina. We can’t find Sabrina.”

My brain was muzzy from sleeplessness. “Sabrina?” I echoed.

“Vic, please! Sabrina! You know her, my housemate, she plays soccer, you saw her only last night, you must remember her!”

I did remember, now that Bernie had goaded me. Sabrina was a soccer forward, apparently a leading scorer in the Big Ten conference. At the restaurant where I’d met Bernie and her friends for supper before the game, Sabrina had looked thin, almost to the point of anorexia, with a waxy pallor. I’d had trouble imagining her breaking through an opposing line to score.

“Sabrina isn’t here. Did she say she was coming to see me?”

“She has said nothing because no one has seen her since last night.” Bernie was shouting, her voice pitched high from fear. “Hear what I am saying! We don’t know where she is.”

“Wasn’t she staying with you at that motel?”

“She was supposed to, but Amber says she never came to bed. We must leave for Chicago now. We must be back by five—­Angela and I have practice, we all are past due with essays.”

“Send Sabrina a text and tell her you have to leave without her.”

“Of course we have done this! That is not the point.”

I put my phone down and lay flat. I knew what the point was. I didn’t want to hear it. Bernie continued for a minute, so loud I could make out her demand that I search for Sabrina. Finally the phone went silent.

I longed for sleep, that clean cool rest that knits the ravelled sleave of care, not the febrile state I’d been in before the phone rang. I lay still, trying to breathe, but I couldn’t let go of fear, the fear that if I got involved, Sabrina would end up dead. I would be covered in blood and bone. All my friends would turn against me, but not as harshly as I would turn against myself.

I watched the eastern sky turn light, watched a sickly sun rise over the Kansas River Valley. I was going to drive back to Chicago later today myself. I had planned a run and a cortado at the Decadent Hippo before setting out, but when I tried to put on my sweats, my legs felt too heavy to lift. I tried to do some warmups, but I kept stopping mid leg lift or arm lift, unable to coordinate my movements.

I shuffled into a shower that my landlady had built in an old closet. I could pick up coffee and something to eat on my way out of town. When I came back into the room, wrapped only in a towel, my landlady was there. Norma Something. I’d corresponded with her about the room but couldn’t remember her surname.

She apologized brusquely for showing up unannounced. “I’m on my way to work. A young woman is upstairs. She says she’s your niece and she needs to see you. I didn’t want to let her in without checking first—­”

“Vic!” Bernie burst in behind her. “Vic, please! You have to help us.”

“Of course I do,” I said brittlely. “No consideration about my own obligations, let alone my state of my mind or state of dress, should come ahead of what you need.”

“Oh, Vic, don’t. Don’t talk in that mean way. I can’t stay on down here, and anyway, I don’t have any idea how to start looking for Sabrina, but you would.” Bernie wasn’t a person who cried often, and when she realized she was crying, she brushed the tears away with an angry hand.

“Who is missing?” Norma asked.

I was still clutching the towel around my breasts. I put my T-­shirt back on while Bernie explained Sabrina to my landlady. “She is a soccer player, for Northwestern University—­we are all athletes in different sports. Sabrina rode with us from Chicago to watch our friend Angela Creedy play basketball. Now she is not in her room, she is not answering her phone. We have to drive back today, now, enfin, and where is she?”

“You don’t think she hooked up with someone?” Norma asked drily.

The obvious explanation. I was so unraveled by the death of Peter’s student I couldn’t think simply anymore.

“Maybe,” Bernie said doubtfully. “Of course, it is possible. In fact, Angela says she saw Sabrina at the bar with three boys. No one in our group saw her leave, but if she went with them—­!”

She turned back to me, wringing her hands in anguish. “Oh, Vic, please! Can’t you wait until afternoon to leave? At least can you call the police to see if someone found her? Perhaps these boys—­Rohypnol or something even worse—­she is so—­so faible—­”

“I’ll check with the hospital, just in case,” my landlady said. “I’m on the nursing staff there. What’s your friend’s name? Her date of birth?

“Sabrina Granev. I don’t know her birthday.”

Bernie watched anxiously, moving from foot to foot, while my landlady phoned. “Norma Rolfson here. I’m running a few minutes late but I need to check whether there was an overnight admission.”

She spelled out Sabrina’s last name, but shook her head at Bernie when she finished. “I have to run, but Ms. Warshawski, if you need to stay on, I don’t have any other bookings for a few days. Let me know.”

She left the way she’d come, through the door that led to her basement and her garage. Bernie was looking at me pleadingly.

“Bernie, do you know what you’re asking of me? To try to find a missing student?” My throat felt as though something large, a basketball perhaps, was lodged in it. I could barely get the words out.

She blinked back more tears. “I’m sorry, Vic. Maman told me not to ask it of you, but I’m so used to you being calm, figuring out what to do when there is a problem, and if you don’t know what to do, how can I know?”

I sat down heavily, hands over my eyes.

Bernie came over to me, shoulders drooping. “I am sorry, Vic. I see—­Maman is right. You are a wounded eagle, she said, and that is the truth. We must leave now, but I will report Sabrina missing to the soccer coach when we get home.”

A car had been honking in front of Norma’s house for several minutes. “Amber and Chantel are waiting for me. It is necessary that I go.”

I made myself look at her. Her face was pinched and pale with distress.

I wrapped the towel around my waist and got up to put an arm across her shoulders. “Okay, babe. I’ll see if she was picked up on a disorderly, but police don’t consider a person who’s been gone only overnight as missing. Do you know Sabrina’s parents’ names? Where they live?”

“Sabrina, she is not truly part of our group. She only came to live in our house in October when we were looking for a fifth person to help with the rent, so I don’t know her well. Also, soon after that, she broke her ankle. Her mother came, bien sûr, but Mme. Granev stayed in a hotel, so really, we spoke only to say, hello, yes, we can bring you coffee. She was always on her phone, her computer, except when she was pushing Sabrina to work on her rehab.

“Everyone in our house, we are all serious athletes, and Sabrina was, too. She toured with a national youth team, she is already scouted by different clubs, and so at first she was working hard, but something went wrong with the joint. The harder she worked the worse the bone got. That was when she started acting so differently.

“We hoped the mother would notice at Christmas, but after the winter vacation, it was even worse. Sabrina stayed in her room all the time. We tried to talk to her and she became angry. Angrier. So why she decided to come to Kansas with us—­I don’t know.”

The car honking became more insistent, and then someone rang the upstairs bell. Bernie blinked at me nervously.

“I must run, I am sorry. As to where the parents are, that I’m not sure. The West, I know that. Colorado? Maybe New Mexico?”

“Ask the others if anyone knows where her parents live. I’ll try to reach them. And I’ll call Angela, see if she can describe the boys at the bar.”

“I—­thank you, Vic. I will ask the others. Angela, she’s on the team bus, but Chantel or Amber, they may know where to find the parents.” She hugged me convulsively and darted through the outside door to the street.
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GET SET
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AFTER SHE LEFT, I collapsed onto the bed. My body felt as though someone had laid an iron weight on me, pushing my belly button into my spine. I lay without moving, not sleeping, not thinking. Maybe this was how a caterpillar felt inside a cocoon. No ticking clock, no responsibilities, floating to music only nature could hear.

After a time, something in me shifted and my mind went reluctantly to the missing student. Missing, not dead, not shot. Arlette Fouchard had told her daughter I was a wounded eagle. That was grandiose. I was just wounded, along with most of the planet these days.

The papers are full of reports of people walking away from work, but most people keep going to their jobs. Something keeps them going, even if the job feels like drudgery. Before Covid, maybe it was workplace camaraderie, or family responsibilities. Now, with disease, political upheaval, economic uncertainty, it was hard to keep going.

Personally, I was tired of responsibility. I hadn’t become a private eye to take on the weight of other people’s worries but for the excitement of uncovering what lay behind a given crime. Even more, I got pleasure from those times I could make justice happen.

My dad had been a cop. After law school I’d been with the public defender for three years, handling street crime, so I didn’t have dewy-­eyed notions of law and order. While I was defending inarticulate street youth, trying to get them not to plead their lives away, it made me crazy that the big offenders, the ones who damaged hundreds or thousands of lives, walked off whistling a happy tune and pocketing a few billion more dollars. I chose detective work to try to take some of the air out of those whistles.

The challenges were greater today than when I started because the deck had been stacked ever more heavily on the whistlers’ side. That meant I either should quit completely, or become smarter and wilier than when I started.

Smarter and wilier. That required at a minimum that I get out of bed, get my head back in the game. I rummaged in my overnight bag for a pair of clean jeans and a long-­sleeved knit top. As I dressed, I could still feel the weight on my chest, but it receded to a small point under my heart. I could almost ignore it, and focus instead on what I knew of Sabrina Granev.

Bernie had said Sabrina was something of an outsider to the group of women who shared the Evanston house. They were all athletes, all attending university on athletic scholarships, but in different sports. While they often cheered each other’s home games, they didn’t have the time to go to away games. Last night had been an exception: they all wanted to see Angela’s big moment in the spotlight.

At dinner with the women before last night’s game, I hadn’t tried to join the conversation, which was in a kind of code, young people speaking in fragments, punctuating their comments with bursts of laughter or cries of “No way!”

The dinner party had strained my endurance. The young women’s exuberance made me feel invisible, made me want to walk away. Only my affection for Bernie kept me at the table. I’d noticed Sabrina Granev because, like me, she seemed listless, forcing herself to take part in jokes, but toying with her meal.

Depression over her ankle, I’d thought last night. It would be natural enough for her to envy her healthy housemates while she remained on the bench.

She’d been restless, twitching, during the meal. Drugs. I hadn’t thought it consciously, but of course that was Bernie’s worry—­not that Sabrina had hooked up for sex but that she’d been desperate for drugs. Bernie and the other roommates were protecting Sabrina, but they knew she was using.

I texted my landlady to say I would be staying an extra night. I texted my dog walking service in Chicago, asking them to put in another day with Mitch and Peppy. I called Mr. Contreras, my downstairs neighbor in Chicago. He keeps close tabs on my comings and goings—­closer, since last fall’s debacle—­but he’s in his nineties and not able to take the dogs for long walks these days.

He loves me, but he dotes on Bernie; he was vehement in his applause that I was going to help her.

“I don’t want to help her,” I growled. “I want to take the dogs and sit on a warm beach where the only thing I have to find is a dry towel when I get out of the ocean.”

“Don’t go talking like that, doll. You wouldn’t be happy with yourself if you left little Bernie in the lurch, you know that.”

I hung up before I started a longer whine about how it was my turn to get looked after. “No one is going to shoot Sabrina,” I told my face in the mirror. “She will not bleed out in your arms. You will find her because you are a clever detective.”

I tried to figure out where to start my search. In Chicago, I have friends in the police who could tell me if someone had been brought in overnight. I was a stranger here, not someone with contacts who might tell me where a young woman seeking—­what? oxy? fentanyl?—­might have gone. Still, the police department was the logical place to start.

I drove down to the Decadent Hippo for my coffee, which they make the way I like. I drove the two miles to the cop shop. They’d moved since the last time I was here, to a shiny new building on the town’s expanding west side. At the information counter, I produced some ID, including my PI license, and asked if Sabrina Granev was in their system.

The woman behind the counter checked her database. Sabrina hadn’t been booked, at least not under her own name.

“Do you have any Jane Does?”

The woman looked at her screen and gave a little snort of laughter. “Just one, who can’t be your missing gal. Aside from the fact that everyone in town knows who he is.”

“Trig Garrity?” I suggested.

She put both hands on the countertop. “What game are you playing, Ms. Chicago Detective?”

“Sorry. Not a game, a wild guess. He went after someone in the field house parking lot last night. University security broke it up, but I wondered if he’d been angry enough to attack the other guy later.”

She gave me the old cop look: I’ve been spun a lot of lines, and I know when I’m hearing one. I looked back steadily: I am an honest loyal citizen who speaks nothing but the truth.

“If you’re here for Garrity, his bail hearing will be at eleven in Judge Bhagavatula’s courtroom. If you’re really here about a missing student, what does she look like?”

“About five-­eight, thin enough to see through, white with dull skin, lots of brown hair pulled into a ponytail, or at least it was the last time I saw her.”

The woman didn’t write any of this down. Maybe she’d been trying to trip me up—­if I couldn’t manufacture a description quickly I wasn’t here on legitimate business. Instead, she repeated my land­lady’s suggestion, that Sabrina had hooked up with someone and wasn’t answering her phone.

“I don’t know this young woman well,” I said. “I’m the godmother to one of the friends she rode down with, but I was wondering more about whether she’d hooked up with drugs rather than sex. If an outsider is looking to buy here, where would they go?”

The woman picked up a file folder and slapped the counter with it. “Is that what you were really hoping to find? A place to score? If that’s what you need, you’re on your own, Chicago.”

I knew a sergeant in the Lawrence force, a man named Deke Everard whom I’d met when I was here before. He wasn’t in, the woman said. I didn’t believe her, but I didn’t have a way of challenging her.

Back in my car, I stayed in the police lot while I called Angela. The team bus was noisy, but earbuds let us carry on a conversation.

“Bernie told me she’d talked you into looking for Sabrina. I’m sorry, Vic—­sorry she pressured you when you’re so—­well, vulnerable. I love her, but sometimes she’s such a giant mosquito the only appropriate answer is to swat her.”

Laughing at the image made me feel a bit better. “She told me you saw Sabrina at the bar with three white guys. What did they look like?”

“They were strutting. The kind of boys we stayed as far from as possible when I was in high school. They like to get you in trouble and then laugh at you while you try to dig your way out. And just because a woman is white, like Sabrina, isn’t any protection from guys like that. I called over to Sabrina to come back to our table, and one of the boys said, ‘You her nanny?’ ”

I sucked in a breath, involuntary.

“Yes.” Angela’s voice was as dry as the dust on my windshield. “Sabrina said, ‘She’s our star. I’m just one of her planets.’ So I walked away. I didn’t look back at them. Maybe Sabrina left with them. Probably she left with them, but I didn’t want to know. She has a way of making me not want to be my sister’s keeper.”

“I hear that,” I said. “I couldn’t help thinking drugs when I saw her twitching at our pregame supper last night. Your strutting boys may have offered her oxy or fent.”

“Could be,” Angela agreed.

“Can you describe any of them more than that they were cocky?”

“You mean, like, did one have a Proud Boy tattoo on his neck? The bar was full, I wanted to recapture my mood. I didn’t try to memorize their faces. One had a lot of curly dark hair, that’s the only detail I remember. And they were wearing Tom Brady’s sportswear line—­that’s why I figured they were rich.”

I thanked her. “Forget the boys, forget Sabrina, go back to your well-­deserved high. See you soon in the Big Garlic.”

“Big Garlic?” she echoed.

“You know, New York is the Big Apple. In fifth grade we were taught that Chicago was named for some kind of wild garlic. Why not?”

That made her laugh in turn. “Got it, Vic. Thank you for—­well, everything.”

Back in the old downtown, I parked in a free city lot. What an incredible luxury—­free parking in the central business district. Did these people have any idea how lucky they were?

I figured there were some things I could look up in the library. On my way there, I walked past too many rough sleepers in shop doorways, still wrapped in blankets or sleeping bags as the town came to life.

My route took me past the Meadowlark, a bakery cum sandwich shop. Since the Incident, I never seemed to be hungry, but I hadn’t had breakfast. A sourdough roll with espresso would do. The espresso was thin and bitter, but I made myself eat the whole roll.

I signed up for one of the computers on the library’s lower level and went into the law enforcement databases to read incident reports for both the town and the county. I covered the most recent six months, looking for drug busts. I found several. I opened a map app in another window and looked up the locations. There’d been one in a newer part of town to the southeast, but most were in the parts of the county with the sparsest population. I noted the coordinates, although if the cops had busted a place, they’d have shut it down.

I also came on suicide reports. The numbers seemed high for a county this size. Like the drug busts, most had happened in the remote parts of the county, but some were on the college campus. That conjured a fresh worry about Sabrina Granev. Far from healing, her ankle had deteriorated. A young woman who’d been an international star six months ago, using opioids (perhaps), she could be seriously at risk.

Bernie hadn’t gotten back to me with information about Sabrina’s family, but I found them in one of my subscription databases. Her parents lived in a suburb of Albuquerque. Both had been athletes—­her father a budding footballer in Zagreb when the Serbian civil war prompted his own parents to emigrate to the States. Her mother had also been a soccer star. The pair met at the University of New Mexico. Sabrina was their only child.

I found photographs of Sabrina easily enough—­Instagram, TikTok, Facebook—­all showing a bright-­faced athletic young person, not the gray, drained woman at last night’s dinner table.

I went outside to call the parents. Both phones sent me to voicemail. The message I left—­who I was, where I was, Sabrina’s phone wasn’t answering—­sounded thin.

I walked back to the lot where I’d left my car, shoulders hunched, mood somber. This wasn’t the first time Bernie Fouchard had talked me into doing something that wore me out.
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(DIS)ORDER IN THE COURT
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THE LOCAL COPS hadn’t been helpful, but the university had its own force, as I’d learned last night. I phoned instead of trying to go in person. I was a worried aunt who’d come down from Chicago for last night’s game. The officer on duty checked their incident reports for the past twenty-­four hours. They’d picked up three drunks and one assault victim, but they could identify her. She wasn’t Sabrina.

I hung up, unsure what to do next. It was eleven o’clock. The woman at the police information counter had said that was when Trig Garrity was having his bond hearing. It was a long shot, but there would be cops in court. Depending on why Trig had been arrested, Deke Everard himself might be present. If not, maybe an officer on active patrol would be willing to smuggle a message to the sergeant.

The county courts were in an old stone building a short walk from the Hippo. By the time I’d gone through security and found Judge Bhagavatula’s courtroom, it was a quarter past the hour, but the judge was hearing enough cases that Garrity was still in the courtroom. Even though I’d only seen him under a streetlight, his wild hair and dirty parka stood out.

Three uniformed officers were sitting in the front row, all male. I couldn’t tell from behind if any of them was the sergeant. A small number of spectators was sprinkled among the benches.

Two people were called ahead of Trig, one for attacking a man with a broken beer bottle, the other for attacking a grain silo with a backhoe. The backhoe earned a higher bond than the beer bottle. One drunk more or less was negligible, but this was farm country, and the backhoer was destroying the livelihood of many farmers.

A woman in the front row had a cell phone trained on the bench. Illinois doesn’t allow journalists to record court proceedings, but Kansas apparently did.

The backhoer’s attorney tried to plead some mitigating circumstances, namely the plaintiff had stolen his client’s backhoe and the client had come to take it back. The judge deplored that argument and sent him away with a fifty-­thousand-­dollar bond. The woman with the cell phonee scribbled a note.

“Irwin Garrity,” the clerk read. “Charged with violating a peace bond by willfully invading the property at”—­he rattled off a set of coordinates—­“with the intent to damage said property. How do you plead?”

The woman with the cell phone trained her device on Garrity, who stayed seated. The lawyer who’d been arguing for the backhoer scurried to his side and began a whispered argument with him.

“Irwin Garrity, if you don’t come forward, I’m going to hold you in contempt and give you a fine as big as your head of hair,” the judge said.

“I do not answer to the name Irwin.”

“That’s what’s on your driver’s license,” the district attorney said.

“I told the low-­paid flunkey who arrested me to use ‘Trig,’ which is the name I’ve used for thirty years.”

“Then you should change it legally,” the DA said.

The judge rubbed his forehead, eyes shut. “Mr. Garrity, will you approach the bench and tell us how you plead?”

Garrity got to his feet and stepped forward with a world-­weary sigh. “Not guilty. No matter what the billionaire’s flunkeys say.”

“No editorials, Mr. Garrity,” Bhagavatula said.

The DA explained that Garrity had been on a piece of private land. Someone had seen him nailing a sign to a tree inside the property, and had called the sheriff.

The deputy who’d made the arrest wasn’t in the courtroom. The judge asked what was on the sign.

The DA looked at his tablet. “ ‘Murderer! Destroying life for profit.’ ”

“No direct threats were made against the person or property of the owners, is that correct?”

“No, Your Honor, but the defendant was on private land that he’s been bonded to stay away from.”

“Why can’t you come out and call it Brett Santich’s land? Is his name too sacred to say out loud in court?”

“Mr. Santich’s name isn’t on the complaint,” the judge said. “Sheriff’s deputy Hanover wrote the ticket in response to a call from the night watchman at Kirmek Construction.”

“Typical bullshit,” Trig said. “All those layers between Santich and the public he’s working to poison.”

“You’re not helping your case by flinging around slanderous comments,” the judge said.

Trig started to argue that truth was a defense against slander, but the judge silenced him. “Mr. Garrity, you were here five months ago for disrupting a planning commission meeting. You were in front of me three months ago for harassing administrators at the Yancy Consolidated School. Six weeks ago you allegedly violated NO TRESPASS signs at the Wakarusa coal plant. What else do you do with your time besides create a public nuisance?”

“I’m a watchdog. This county and this town require a great deal of watching, because every time I blink, some rich, powerful person is taking steps to destroy free speech, or the air we breathe, or the river where we get our drinking water.”

Bhagavatula thumbed through some papers that his clerk handed to him, along with a whispered comment. The judge looked back at Trig. “If you were serious about watchdogging, Mr. Garrity, you would start with basic research. Brett Santich doesn’t own that land.”

“Because he sold it to some equally brazen billionaire.”

“Because he sold it to a brazen billionaire, Your Honor,” Bhagavatula said. “This land had three mortgages on it. The owner sold it six years ago to a trust administered by the Pioneer State Bank and Trust.”

Garrity looked goggle-­eyed at the judge.

“Since the arresting officer isn’t here, I’m dismissing the charges. However, although you call yourself a watchdog, you do not get to decide what the law is in Douglas County or the State of Kansas. The next time you’re in front of me I’m going to lock you up for sixty days for the good of the community.”

Garrity made a sweeping bow, a parody of a costume drama courtier. “The king’s justice is an avatar for the king’s person.”

He walked backward down the central aisle.

“Lucas, if you can’t control your client, I’m going to fine you, too,” Bhagavatula growled.

The defense lawyer grabbed Garrity’s shoulder. He turned him around and frog-­marched him to the exit. The woman with the cell phone followed.

“I will not defend you the next time they pick you up,” the lawyer hissed as he opened the door. “You deliberately break the law. Then you turn the courtroom into a circus. I won’t support a defendant whose only goal is to mock the law.”

“Pity Martin Luther King didn’t have you for a lawyer,” Garrity said. “Or John Lewis. All that law-­breaking over a piddling thing like the vote. Or in my case, a piddling thing like destruction of the planet.”

The lawyer looked murderous but didn’t try to prolong the battle. When the door shut again, the judge called a ten-­minute recess.

We all rose. I left as the defense attorney said to the DA, “I wish Bhagavatula would lock him up. I’m tired of trying to defend assholes who don’t want a defense.”

I remembered that feeling well from my days with the Cook County public defender, but I still felt some sympathy for Trig.

The three cops went into the hallway. I followed, hoping to interest them either in Sabrina’s disappearance, or getting a message from me to Deke Everard. They weren’t rude, but they weren’t willing to help, either.

Farther down the hallway, the journalist with the cell phone was interviewing Garrity. I went to a quiet corner at the opposite end to check my messages. Sabrina’s parents hadn’t gotten back to me. I tried them again, as well as Sabrina, but all three still went to voicemail. I did have a text from Bernie—­she’d come up with the name of a friend of Sabrina’s.

I reached Bernie while her group was taking a lunch break in Des Moines. “We texted this friend, Darla Browder her name is. She plays for Iowa, but she and Sabrina have been besties since their first soccer camp,” Bernie reported, “Darla hasn’t heard from Sabrina since before we left Evanston.”

I took the friend’s name and number and sent her a text, explaining who I was, before phoning. Darla took my call. She was worried about Sabrina, but she couldn’t tell me much.

“Angela Creedy said Sabrina was talking to three guys at a bar,” I said.

“Probably they were hitting on her,” Darla said. “She’s beautiful, with a lot of charisma. At least, before her injury she was always the center of attention. Not showing off, just a vibe she radiates. Used to radiate. She’s not into guys, but they always glom on to her. Now she’s pretty depressed. It’s been hard for her to be on the bench with her ankle, so she’s acting different in a lot of ways.”

“Different how? Would she be medicating herself?”

“Medicating? Oh . . . You mean, is she taking drugs, besides Tylenol or something? She’s an athlete, she knows better, she knows that’s how you ruin yourself.”

Phone interrogations are frustrating. You can’t see the person’s face or what they’re doing with their hands, and the transmission flattens a lot of the emotion out of the conversation. I couldn’t tell if Sabrina was doing drugs and Darla didn’t know about it, or if she knew and was protecting her friend.

I pushed, but gently. I couldn’t alienate her if I needed her help down the road. Instead I asked her to text me some photos.

“I want to start showing her picture to people, and all I have is her team photo, and some murky selfies her roommates took last night.”

I gave her my number and tried to figure out what else I could or should do. Lunch, maybe, and return to the library to work on projects for my own clients. I was walking slowly along Massachusetts Street, hunched down in my coat, when the young woman from the courtroom appeared next to me.

“Hi. I’m Zoë Cruickshank with the Douglas County Herald. I saw you at Trig’s hearing just now.” She was very young, probably not thirty, and pulsing with energy.

I introduced myself. “That was a very theatrical event. I used to be a public defender in Chicago, and our most dramatic moments usually came from the bench.”

She laughed, revealing crooked lower teeth. “That bow Trig gave on his way out? I figure he must have practiced for a month to make sure he didn’t fall over. Fortunately, I got it on video so I can post it to the Herald’s web page. Is that why you were in court? To compare Kansas justice to Chicago?”

She had her phone out, ready to record me.

“Why do you want to talk to me?” I said.

“I’m the entire news desk for the Herald and I’m trying to turn Trig’s court appearance into a story. It’s hard to make news about him anymore, since he’s always protesting something, and he’s often in court for stuff like violating a peace bond. If you’re an old friend, it would give me another angle.”

“What was the ‘murderer’ placard about? Is Santich operating an abortion clinic?”

“Good grief, no. Santich’s family owned all this land going back about a hundred years. He sold it, like the judge said. I haven’t been able to burrow behind the Pioneer State’s trust to get the actual owner’s name, but they’re building a giant resort on top of Yancy Hill. They’ve cut down a lot of old-­growth trees, and Trig is trying to rouse opposition, but he fights so many wars no one listens to him anymore. He can’t even get the Students for Environmental Justice to work with him. If you don’t know Trig, why did you come to court?”

“People do, you know. Cold February day, it’s free entertainment.”

“What, you really were comparing Kansas and Illinois courts?”

I relented. “Deke Everard is an acquaintance of mine. Do you know him? Sergeant with the LKPD. They wouldn’t let me try to reach him at the station, but I’m hoping he might help me in a search for a missing Chicago-­area athlete, a young woman who came down to watch last night’s game. I saw Trig mixing it up with Brett Santich in the field house parking lot after the game. When I learned Trig was going to be in court today, I was hoping Everard might be present, or at least that one of the officers there could get a message to him. The LKPD isn’t interested, but Everard might help me for
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IF SHE WANTS TO WIN THIS WAR,
SHE CAN'T PLACBIGTHERULES...

‘Sara Paretsky is a legend...
If you haven't read her yet,
now is the time’
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